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EDITOR'S COMMENTS
•
In preparing an issue of The Tens Caver, an effort is
always made to achieve a good balance between technical
material and interesting trip reports. Also, diversity is a goal
in describing the primary interests of Texas cavers, namely:
(1) Texas caving; (2) Mexico caving; and (3) New Mexico
caving. Hopefully, these goals have been met, and most
Texas cavers should fmd the articles in this issue interesting.
•
The scope ofthe Caver continues to be limited because
of budgetary problems. As a result, the number of photographs in this issue is minimal, and other good material that
could have been published had to be left out. Since this issue
was completed before TCR, it remains to be seen what action
will be taken to get the Caver on track again fmancially. Until
the budget is increased, future Cavers will be limited to 16
pages or less. Gill Ediger's letter contained on the opposite
page proposes some good ideas about the direction TSA
should take on this matter. I agree with Gill that a major
problem is timeliness. It is frustrating to wait for nearly two
months after completing the editorial work on a Caver before
it is fmally delivered in the mail.
•
Since the recent NSS Convention, cavers everywhere
are already anticipating the 1994 convention to be held in
Brackettville. By all expectations, this convention should
break the record for attendance. Immense efforts will be
required in the following months, and every Texas caver who
can provide assistance is urged to support the 1994 Convention
Committee to make the event highly successful. The period
remaining before the convention will be very challenging and
rewarding for the Convention Committee, TSA, and Texas
cavers in executing this event.
•
Also, support is needed for the Caver in providing
technical or trip report material or photographs. Send your
contributions to either me or Keith Heuss at the addresses
listed to the left. Although written material can be submitted
in any format, it is helpful to receive it on disk (WordPerfect
or ASCII) and in hardcopy form.

THE TEXAS CAVER is a bimonthly publication of the Texas Speleological
Association (TSA), an internal organization of the National Speleological Soci·
ety (NSS). Issues are published in February, April, June, August, October, and
December. Send all correspondence (other than material for The Texas Caver),
subscription fees, and newsletter exchanges to: The Texas Caver, P.O. Box8026,
Austin, Texas 78713.
SUBSCRIPTION for The Texas Caver is $15.00 per year. For Texas cavers,
TSA membership is included in the subscription fee. Single or back issues m
available for $3.00 each by mail, postpaid; $2.00 each at conventions.
ARTICLES AND MATERIAL for The Texas Caver should be sent to the
alternating editors listed at left. The Texas Caver openly invites articles, trip
reports, photographs (35-mm slides or any size black and white or color print on
glossy paper), cave maps, equipment items, news events, cartoons, and/or any
other caving-related material for publication. Deadline for submitting material is
the 15th day of the month prior to the month of publication.
Cl COPYRIGHT 1992 by the Texas Speleological Association. Internal
organizations ofNSS may reprint any item first appearing in The TexasCaveras
long as proper credit is given and a copy oft he newsletter containing the material
is mailed to the prope,r alternating editors. Other organizations should contact the
proper alternating editor about reprinted materials.

FRONT COVER (Oren Tranbarger, September 1992)- James Loftin is standing
in the Big Room in Logan's Cave, Bexar County, Texas. Logan's Cave is perbapl
the best cave in Bexar County. It has all degrees of difficulty and lots of mud. Few
Texas cavers have visited this cave. One good feature of the cave is tbat tbe air
quality is pure all year long unlike many caves in the area that are plagued w1tb
high car:bon dioxide levels.
BACK COVER (Oren Tranbarger, September 1992)- Bob Hambright is sitting
in a small side passage in Logan's Cave admiring a nice bacon strip. The eodof
the passage is filled with mud. Who knows what is beyond the mud plug?

ISSUES ON THE CAVER, THE TSA,
AND RECOMMENDATIONS
LETTER TO THE EDITOR
FROM GIL EDIGER- September 21, 1992
Dear Oren,
Your Editor's Comments in the June 1992 issue ofThe
Texas Caver brought to mind some old arguments regarding
the purpose ofThe Texas Caver. As both a former Chairman
of the TSA and Editor of The Texas Caver, I have had many
occasions over the past 23 years to ponder and discuss many
possibilities. In view of the various and ongoing economic
problems which the publication and its editors are face with,
I would like these few friendly comments to be considered.
First, the TSA is unquestionably a fairly loose association of otherwise independent cavers and grottos (which are
in turn made up of independent cavers). The TSA should
fun ction to further the purpose and to solve the problems of
caving in the State of Texas. A close look at the TSA will
reveal that its meetings and functions are mostly recreational
for the delegates and seldom have little real influence on
an ything except its own internal politics. One of the reasons
for this is a lack of cohesion with the TSA. With everyone and
every grotto busy doing their own thing, uninformed of what
anyone else is doing, disunited in a common effort, the TSA
continues to be ineffective, and The Texas Caver continues
to t1ail about, to be equally as ineffective, and to go begging.
Yes, it is fairly slick, it does have nice articles and photos, and
the editors and assistants should be commended for the effort
they put out. That is not the problem.
The problem is that The Texas Caver is the only voice
that the TSA has to communicate with its members. It is the
on ly link that Texas cavers have with all the others. It is the
oniy means of cohesion available to the Chairman, to the
editors, or to the otherwise independent cavers to speak to the
others as a group. Without that ability to communicate, the
TSA will continue to be ineffective and flail about as it has in
the past. The answer that has kept reappearing time and time
again is to focus not on quantity or quality, but instead to
fo cus on content and timeliness. The Texas Caver should
be a newsletter first! It should get out the dates and times of
activities and should discuss current events in a timely
fashion. Things like that incite people to action. And action,
of the caving sort, is what the TSA should be about. To have
an announcement come out three months after the fact is a
waste of time, effort, and money. And it inspires no one. In
addition to that, some other problems with the present system
are: (I) long lead time to produce an issue; (2) time spent by
editors and staff putting an issue together; (3) high cost of
printing; (4) low subscriber rate due to disinterest and timeliness and, therefore, ineffectiveness of the publication; (5) a
desire to compete with the NSS News, which is out of our
class; and ( 6) a far too infrequent publishing schedule. I would
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like to emphasize that these are problems with the system, not
necessarily the editors or staff. One of the worst things that
ever happened was the fiscally-dictated reduction to six issues
per year.
I offer this alternative, which may be amended at will:
First, publish a monthly Texas Caver Newsletter by the
cheapest and fastest method possible. The Newsletter should
be similar to The Bexar Facts with which you and many other
Texas cavers are familiar. It should have times and dates of
activities throughout Texas sponsored by every club, grotto,
or individual. It should contain a brief synopsis of caving
legislation, general activities, and a rundown of future events.
A single editor should be assigned to this and should be tasked
with actively gathering information by telephone or other
means from the grottos, individuals, and other organizations
(such as TCMA) around the state. As far as practical, mailings
should be to all active cavers, whether they subscribe or not.
Emphasis should be on letting people know what is happening, when, and where in time for them to get excited about it
and make plans. In general, the Texas Caver Newsletter
should deal with future events.
Second, the traditional editor of The Texas Caver
magazine should deal with nothing but untimely material such
as trip reports, caving articles, letters to the editor, opinions,
and other things that interest the caver but do not affect the
immediate effectiveness of TSA or other caving activities.
This publication can be issued to paid subscribers on an
occasional basis, though I would suggest quarterly, and
should be of good quality, though not in competition with the
NSS News. That is not our purpose. Good articles, pleasantly
presented will suffice. It should be of as many pages as
necessary, but some discretion is encourage on the editor's
part, both for readability and economy's sake. In general, The
Texas Caver will deal with past events.
When it is convenient, the publication can be mailed
with the Texas Caver Newsletter to save postage, but the
newsletter should never be delayed by The Texas Caver.
One further note about finances. It should not be the
editor's responsibility to worry about money, other than
staying within the budget. His job is difficult and thankless
enough! If the budget is not to his liking, however, the
following option is available to increase that budget. A
committee of interested folks should be organized to raise
money for the publication through raffles, donations and other
such creative things. If that cannot be done, perhaps nobody
cares. It should be noted that results come from choosing
people of action, and not from those showing eager, but
shallow, support. Good luck and thanks for your effort.
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UNUSUAL FORMATION
OBSERVED IN MEXICO AND
WEST VIRGINIA
(CARBIDIMITES)
By Don Glasco
Like a flower growing out of a cow pie, the unsightly
carbide dumps we often see in caves can also spawn something beautiful- acarbidimite. In August 1990, I saw my first
carbidimite with Jim Elliott (San Marcos, Texas) in Gruta del
Palmito near Bustamante, Mexico. In June 1992, I found
another one in The Hole, Greenbrier County, West Virginia.
Carbidimite is one of the most unusual cave formations
because it forms from spent carbide. Carbidimites may
appear as miniature vases, ice cream cones, or helictiticspirals. The base growing out of spent carbide is usually only
a couple of millimeters in diameter, but it widens and flares
out as it grows (usually vertically). The top can be as wide as
about 1 em. Carbidimite was originally discovered in 1959 by
the Iowa Grotto in Haines Cave, Wisconsin. Subsequent
sightings have been made in West Virginia, Virginia, Indiana,
Arkansas, New Zealand, and Mexico.
Carol Hill in Cave Minerals of the World describes
how carbidimite forms: "Carbide is CaC 2 , and, upon reacting
with water, forms calcium hydroxide:

When carbon dioxide in the air reacts with the calcium
hydroxide, calcite is precipitated:

common, presumably more people would report them more
often.
Ironically, our cave conservation ethics will limit and
even reduce the number of carbidimites. Countless carbide
dumps have been scrapped up during cave clean-up projects.
Cavers are increasingly using electric lights, and presumably
carbide cavers no longer dump carbide in caves. Hence, there
will be no new opportunities for carbidimites to form.
Carbidimites are very delicate and being small are not
readily visible. Before disturbing or removing a carbide
dump, inspect it first. If one is present, flag it (or surround it
with rocks or mud balls) to warn others to be careful. Let us
preserve the few carbidimites that do exist. Although
carbidimites are attractive and interesting, please do not
deliberately dump carbide just to make new formations!

FALL-AND-ECHO TIME OF
ROCKS
By Oren Tranbarger
Introduction
When standing on the edge of Golondrinas, or Guaguas,
or El S6tano, the temptation to throw a rock off into these holes
is very great. Rocks are scarce at these places because people
who visit them have always done the same thing, throw rocks.
After the Thanksgiving ( 1991) trip to El S6tano, the depth-vstime problem of falling rocks in deep holes was considered.
Empirical Expression
Chart4-2 (p. 86) in On Rope (NSS, 1988) presents some
empirical data (collected by Richard Schreiber) described by
the function:

(2)
In a wet carbide dump, C 2~ gas bubbles continually move
upward from the dump, and calcite is deposited on top of the
dump around the bubbles in ever-widening rings. Thus, the
cone-shaped formations are deposited."
The example I saw in The Hole was not quite 2-cm high
and was just beginning to spiral. I have also observed
carbidimites in Grutadel Palmi to near Bustamante in northern
Mexico. The Mexican specimens were over 3-cm high and
had spiraled 360 degrees. On both occasions that I have seen
this unusual formation, the carbide had been dumped on damp
calcite flowstone. The carbidimites were pure white.
Carbidimites form relatively quickly compared with
other speleothems. Those first found in Wisconsin could have
been no older than 20 years at the time of discovery. The
carbide that generated the ones in The Hole and in Palmi to was
probably dumped in the early to mid 1970s.
Carbidimites evidently require critical conditions in
order to form. I have personally seen over 100 carbide dumps,
and I have closely examined every dump I see for two years.
Yet, I have only seen carbidimites in two dumps. If they were
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D

=

llt 2 + 8.9t - 7.7

(1)

Two things are peculiar about the function and the
graphical presentation: (1) at t 0, D -7.7; and (2) the
function is only graphed from zero to eight seconds. It is
understandable how Equation 1 was generated from empirical
data and the processofbestcurve fit (methodofleastsquares);
however, a function should have been chosen to make D 0
when t =0. For the real deep pits, it takes longer than eight
seconds to hear the return echo.
Theoretical Derivation
The problem of simply calculating the overall time for
a rock to drop and then to hear the return echo is straight
forward, but the function falls apart as time increases because
of the effects of drag and terminal velocity. No two rocks will
ever be the same in drag, so therefore, it does not make too
much sense to develop an empirical expression such as
Equation 1.
A discussion of falling rocks in deep pits should include
the theoretical derivations without drag as a departure point.
The authors of the On Rope data probably did this but any
comparison with the theoretical is omitted. A theoretical

The TEXAS CAVER

=

=

=

October 1992

curve is shown for the free-space fall time, but that is only half
of it. A second time factor related to the propagation of sound
from the bottom to the top must be included. The total time
required for an object to fall, hit the bottom of the pit, and then
be heard topside is:
(2)

Where: t 1
t2

= (20/g)l\ is the free-space fall time through
distanceD;
= DN,, is the time for sound to propagate over
distanceD;

= depth of pit;
= is the acceleration constant (32.16 ft/s and
v. = speed of sound (approximately 1,087 ft/s).
D
g

2

);

From the above:

(3)

Equation 3 has distance D as the independent variable
and must be rearranged for the desired result. After solving
the quadratic equation, D can be expressed as:

empirical data should be in close agreement because drag
forces are minimal; however, the greatest divergence (percent) occurs in this region, which implies deficiencies in the
empirical function.
•
Between 14-15 seconds, the empirical expression
is equal to the theoretical. Beyond this time, the empirical
function exceeds the theoretical, which is inconsistent with
the physics of the problem.
A falling rock will probably reach terminal velocity at 150-300 mph, which corresponds to a fall-and-echo time
of 7.5-10.6 seconds. If the terminal velocity is indeed in this
range, then neither the theoretical or empirical expressions
should be used beyond this range.
•
For a measured timeT, the theoretical expression
gives a slightly greater safety margin in estimating the length
of rope required for an unknown pit, which makes it safer to
use.
The theoretical fall-and-echo time for a 1,200-foot
pit is 0.34 seconds shorter than the empirical time, which is
probably within practical timing errors.
Theoretical (Without Drag) and Empirical
Time-And-Distance Comparisons For Falling
Rocks In Deep Pits
T
Sec.

=

=

In Equation 4, D 0 when t 0. The table at the right
compares Equation 1 (empirical) with the results of Equation
4 (theoretical). For the calculations using Equation 4, the
speed of sound is 1,087 feet per second (standard conditions
at32°F). Although the speed of sound is not significant on the
results, it will probably be slower for the deep pits in Mexico
because of higher elevations.
Timing
Timing is one of the biggest problems in determining the
depth of a pit, and undoubtedly this was a factor in collecting
any empirical data. To be successful, an electronic means
should be used to determine when a rock is released and when
the sound returns. A few hundredths of a second error will
greatly impact the results. In a practical situation, a stopwatch
would be used, which involves human reflexes. Another
factor affecting timing is the manner in which the rock is
thrown into the pit. An underhand lateral toss is perhaps the
best approach. Care must be taken so that no initial upward
or downward velocity component is imparted to the rock.
However, a lateral toss will give the rock a horizontal velocity
component, which will not affect the timing results. In most
cases, a horizontal velocity component is necessary to get the
rock out into space to clear the lip.
Conclusions
As expected, the theoretical column shows a pit to
be deeper for a specified timeT, since the theoretical calculation does not include drag.
In the first few seconds of drop, the theoretical and
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Theoretical
Distance (ft.)

Empirical
Distance (ft.)

0

0.0

-7.7

1

15.6

12.2

2

60.8

54.1

3

133.1

118.0

4

230.7

203.9

5

351.7

311 .8

6

494.4

441.7

7

657.6

593.6

8

839.9

767.5

9

1,040.2

963.4

10

1,257.5

1,181.3

II

1,490.8

1,421.2

12

1,739.2

I ,683.1

13

2,002.0

1,967.0

14

2,278.6

2,272.9

15

2,568.0

2,600.8

16

2,870.0

2,950.7

17

3,183.8

3,322.6
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AN INTRODUCTION TO THE
AGE OF TEXAS CAVES
By George Veni

As a cave geologist, people often ask me, "How old is
this cave?" and "How old is that formation?" Non-cavers or
novices will say, "The guide at Super Caverns told me it takes
75 million years for their Giant Barnacle formation to grow

one cubic inch, so it must have begun to fonn just after the Big
Bang ... " Most guides mean well and do the best they can,
usually giving the infonnation they were told. Unfortunately,
such information is often wrong.
Human nature craves simple answers, but nature and caves are amazing! y complex. There are no
simple answers to the age of caves and their decorations. The ages of neighboring caves and neighboring speleothems can differ thousands to millions
of years. Even within a single cave or stalactite,
constant growth rates cannot be assumed since they
depend on climatic and geologic factors that may be
always changing.
It is much harder to determine the age of caves
than speleothems. Speleothems can be tested in the
laboratory, but a cave is nothing-- it is the absence
of
rock-- so you have nothing to analyze. With most
......
~central Texas caves, the Cretaceous rock they are
~ 1
formed in is about 100-110 million years old, so the
caves cannot be older than that. However, the caves
had to exist before any formations could grow in
them, so by testing the age of a formation we know
the cave cannot be younger than that date.
In 1989, I began a research project conducting
isotopic age dating of speleothems from certain
Texas caves. Dr. Derek Ford of McMaster University provided the analyses, and I worked on site
selection and sample collection. These analyses
take a fair amount of time, but the results have been
trickling in. In the October 1991 Texas Caver, I
reported dates from Sorcerer's Cave of up to 10,00015,000 years old. The most recent results I have
received are from Honey Creek Cave and Kickapoo
Cavern State Park.
Two samples from Honey Creek yielded very
different results. A small stalactite in the TB Survey
turned outto be 25,500 years old± 1,600 years. The
second sample carne from a resolutioned drapery
near the top of the dome at the cave's shaft entrance.
This sample is 149,000 years old ±11,000 to 12,000
years. Based on the incision rate of the Guadalupe
River, I have estimated that Honey Creek Cave
Deborah Brown at a large, naturally fractured stalactite in
began to form 720,000-960,000 years ago. For
Green Cave, Kickapoo Cavern State Park. Tbe outer layer of
Honey Creek to develop, the river had to cut through
the stalactite is about 256,000 years old; inner layers are over
the limestone sufficiently to initiate groundwater
350,000 years old.
(Continued on p. 83)
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SOME THOUGHTS ON PIT
NOMENCLATURE
By Peter Sprouse
There are many different terms in use to describe vertical
caves and drops. These are usually interchangeal)le to a
greater or lesser extent. We tend to choose among them on an
intuitive level, without strict definitions as to their use.
However, certain characteristics can be assigned to each of
these terms, which I will attempt to do here. Naturally, I tend
toward a Texas caver' s viewpoint, and cavers in other parts of
the world would likely compile a different list. Included are
a number of specifically Mexican terms. Many of the dozens
of Indian languages have their own terms for pits, and this is
certainly not a complete list.
Pit- The most commonly used term for a vertical drop, both
in-cave and entrance drops.
Drop - This term is used synonymously with pit, although
rarely used for entrance pits.
Shaft- Synonymous with drop, this term is more commonly
used in Britain, and, by extension, Canada. Used at times to
describe an entrance pit, but rarely as a proper name. Example: Elephant Shaft, Cueva Cheve, Oaxaca.

(Age of Caves - Continued from p. 82)

flow , which solutionally enlarged fractures to form the present
cave. The 149,000-year date of the drapery supports the
200,000-267 ,000-year age I have calculated, when water
levels in Honey Creek first began to decline and develop airfill ed passages. The speleothem dates also suggest that
150.000 years ago the water level in the cave was low and
allowed the drapery to form. With the onset of the last ice age
abou t 115,000 years ago, the climate in central Texas became
wetter, causing groundwater levels to rise and flood the cave,
un til about 25,000 years ago, when water levels dropped and
the TB stalactite began to form.
The samples from Kickapoo Cavern State Park were
collected from Kickapoo Cavern and Green Cave. All samples
ex cept one tested at over 350,000 years old (350,000 years is
the maximum age which can be determined by the speleothem
(iating technique). That exception was one of three samples
taken from along the cross section of a large fractured
stalactite in Green Cave (see figure on p. 82). The outermost
layer of the stalactite tested at 256,000 years old (within a
range of +40,000 years or -29,000 years). I had suspected that
the large formations in the cave had not been active for quite
some time, but until now, I did not know exactly how long it
had been.
So how old are the caves of Texas? Although I only have
speleothem ages on a relatively few number of caves, this and
other data have allowed me to begin reconstructing the karst
history of the Edwards Plateau region and give some ballpark
estimates. In the Stockton Plateau and western Edwards
Plateau regions, I have found evidence of large cave
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Well- This term seems to be used to describe pits which are
often circular or have a generally uniform diameter down their
entire length, alluding to their similarity to a drilled wellshaft. An example would be Natural Well, Alabama.
Abyss- Not commonly used in caving, and generally synonymous with chasm. It has been used to describe large in-cave
drops or climb-downs which are wider than they are deep. An
example would be the Major Abyss, Cueva del Tecolote,
Tamaulipas.
Rift- A crack which is long, narrow, and tall. This would be
a pit if you came to it from the top, or could simply be a canyon
that you traverse horizontally. This term is commonly used
by British cavers.
Sinkhole or sink - This term usually is synonymous with
dolina or depression. However it seems to have been used at
times in decades past to describe entrance pits in Texas, i.e.,
Devil's Sinkhole or Emerald Sink. It is still used by geologists
in reference to collapse pits.
Hole- Occasionally seen used for entrance names, i.e., Dead
Man's Hole, Texas.
Pothole or pot- Strictly a British term for entrance pit. In
Texas, a pothole is an annoying irregularity in a road surface.
Ramp or Rampa (Spanish) - An inclined shaft, not a term
commonly used by U.S. cavers.
(Continued on p. 91)

development as early as the Miocene Epoch (12-26 million
years ago). Kickapoo, Green, Fern, and Midnight caves are
examples of ancient systems that probably formed during that
time. Passage size is not always a good indicator of age, but
many of Texas' smaller caves are probably much younger-perhaps 10,000 to 500,000 years old. Most Texas caves that
recharge water or carry streams are likely young caves.
I have glossed over many details about the above caves
and age dating techniques, but hopefully this thumbnail
sketch has unravelled some of the complexity in understanding
the approximate ages of Texas caves. Although I have made
some generalized statements, there are exceptions to every
one and so each cave needs to be assessed individually to
determine its age. Please .dQ.nQ1 go running around collecting
speleothems and sending them to me or Dr. Ford for analysis.
The decision to collect is not an easy one, and a lot of
consideration of geologic history and of what you are trying
to prove go into deciding from which cave and exactly which
speleothem to collect. The intent of speleothem dating also
goes well beyond just the date itself. This article gave you
only a hint of the paleoclimatic data and other valuable
information that can be obtained from the results. As the data
continues to trickle in, I will try to keep you informed of the
results -- maybe I will even have the answer to how old your
favorite cave is.

Many thanks go to the many cavers who have assisted me
with this research, to Dr. Fordfor conducting the speleothem
analyses, and to the private land owners and state agencies
who gave permission to collect samples and conduct related
investigations.
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MEXICO TRIP REPORT

ONE LONG ROPE AT GOLONDRINAS
April 15-19, 1992
By Judge Carleton B. Spears
INTRODUCTION
Golondrinas .... the mere sound of it sends an adrenalin
shock down my body. Remembering Bill Steele's stories
about his favorite death-defying cave trips, the thought that I
would ever be doing the same thing seemed ridiculous, absurd
out of the question.
Memories come back to me of my first vertical rope
experience in Steele's backyard climbing an "incredible" 300
feet of rope. We were preparing for the 150-foot shaft in
Honey Creek Cave near Guadalupe State Park. At the time,
Ted Lee, Mike Cicherski, and I thought we had just climbed
Mt. Everest. We could not believe we were climbing such an
enormous length of rope. Little did we realize that within one
year we would be heading to the legendary S6tano de Las
Golondrinas, the pit as deep as the Empire State Building is
tall. Even after doing Honey Creek, El Precipicio, and Pozo
de Montemayor, S6tano de Las Golondrinas ("basement of
the swallows") was just one more of those way-off dreams that
we may or may not get to do in our lifetimes. It just did not
seem possible

SETTING UP THE TRIP
This trip began with a phone message from Bill Steele to
"Call Alejandro Villagomez in Austin about a trip to
Golondrinas." When I called, I knew he would be curious
about our experience level so I offered the information. Mike
had been caving for approximately two years and had done
Guaguas at about 663 feet. Although Ted and I had caved for
only one year, we had not done Guaguas, but we had done El
Precipicio and rappelled down the cliff in front of the cave
entrance (about a 1,000 feet of total exposure).
For my own comfort, I found out that Alex had climbed
Golondrinas at least ten times. He also told me that he was
looking for some help to pay for partofthe new PMI 7/16-inch
rope. I agreed that we would buy 100 meters (which would be
cut off after the trip). He then agreed that we could join the
expedition if we could show him we could climb 400 meters
of rope. That exhibition would be in about a week and a half.
My workout schedule just tripled to get ready so soon.

THE BIG TEST
The big practice day arrived, and Mike, Ted, and I drove
up to Alex's house and rigged the rope on a pulley in a tree in
the rain. Luckily, it stopped raining, and we all got our chance
to prove ourselves. To make a long story short, I finished
1,300 feet in 44 minutes. Ted and Mike also passed the test.
Having passed the test, the total number of people going
to Golondrinas was now nine. Alex felt comfortable with that
number of people on the expedition. The other people on the
trip were Katherine (Alex's friend), Steve and Lori Robertson,

84

Eddie Yonemoto, George and Kay Crosby, and Rebecca
Gallagher (although the latter three took care of business on
the surface and did not make the trip into the pit).

INFORMATION ON GOLONDRINAS
Bill Steele loaned us his videotape of the guy who
parachuted from a hovering helicopter into the pit before
pulling the rip cord. Besides all the hype and build-up for the
jump (and the numerous commercial interruptions), it had
some great shots of the pit. Having a little knowledge of the
cave before the trip makes the trip much more interesting.
Knowing ahead of time what you are going to encounter,
physically, geographically, and geologically, really increases
the intensity of the adventure.

THE DRIVE IN MEXICO
The drive into Mexico was quite different from the one
in the United States. The road was narrower (one lane each
way), more curvy, and much bumpier. Buses crowd the road
and emit tons of black smoke. We passed a pick-up truck full
of soldiers carrying guns about every 20 minutes. They were
really patrolling the roads.
We drove down the eastern coast of Mexico. The fields
were full of crops, and everything was green. For a long way,
we were driving only about 30 miles away from the Gulf of
Mexico. The scenery was quite different from the usual
desert-like terrain many people associate with Mexico.

THE MOUNTAIN VILLAGES
The tum-off to Tamapatz is 5.6 miles south of the turn·
off to Aquism6n. The road to Tamapatz starts out as a gravel
road and gets bumpy almost immediately. After fifteen
minutes on this road, you reach Tampaxal, a small mountain
village. A little store with pitifully meager inventory is on the
left, and interestingly, the road is the bumpiest here, more than
anywhere on the whole trip. At the end of town, you take a
hard right up a hill. A haifa mile later you take arightataforlc.
The next split in the road occurs 25 minutes later. This time,
a small rusty sign points to the right. Tamapatz, at this point
is only 35 more minutes. When reaching Tamapatz, you will
see what appears to be a city limits sign. Keep going straight,
and you will loop around the side of the mountain up to another
fork. When you reach this fork, the "hotel" is 10 feet to the
left. On the right side is the little tienda, run by the owner of
the "hotel." The left fork goes into town, the right fork goes
toGolondrinas, which is about 15 minutes more. All in all, the
11.5-mile (one hour and 45 minutes) ride to Tamapatz goes
quickly. The view is so beautiful as you travel along the edge
of these mountains, that you lose all track of time. Coffee
plants, banana trees, and some occasional com stalks dot the
mountainsides. Everything was very lush and tropical.

The TEXAS CAVER

October 1992

The town of Tamapatz is a beautiful little mountain
village. Across the street from the "hotel" is a basketball court
on the largest patch of flat land found up in this mountainous
region. If you go down a small hill and back up the other side
for about 300 meters, you reach a concrete street leading to the
middle ofthe village. A couple of small tiendas line the street.
Sounds of hands patting tortillas fill the air as you pass by
some of the small dwellings. You can smell the smoke of the
fires in the homes, cooking meals. Almost all the buildings
have thatch roofs.
As we drove into town, we noticed that mass was in
process, with all the doors and windows wide-open. Not
wan ting to interfere with the service, we backed the truck
down the hill out of the ear-shot of the parishioners. Instead,
we walked up, and I looked in the church through the back
doors. There must have been 300 people. The rest of the town
was virtually empty except for a few old men sitting out in the
plaza and a shoe salesman.
THE "RITZ"
By the time we found Alex, they had set up tents inside
the main building at the "hotel." Two tents had been set up
in one room, primarily for privacy and to keep any rodents out
of their sleeping bags. We stayed in the warehouse room in
the back where they stored coffee and coffins -- nine brand
ne w pine boxes. It really made me think twice about what we
would be doing the next day.
For $2 per night, we got the fresh aroma of coffee, a cold
shower, and a toilet that flushed by pouring water from a
bucket into the bowl. It is not exactly the Ritz, but we had a
solid roof over our heads, except for the one leak that
happened to be exactly over the mid-section of my sleeping
bag. I woke up in the middle of the night and felt water
dripping from the ceiling. After repositioning my sleeping
bag, I was finally able to put the thought of our upcoming
adventure out of my mind, ignore Ted's snoring, and fall
asleep.
THE BIG DAY
We woke up at 6:00A.M., ate breakfast, and headed for
Golondrinas. We parked the truck in front of a little building
on the mountain road at the trailhead. We took a photo of the
kids that gathered. Miguel ( 17 years), agreed to guide us down
the mountainside to Golondrinas. About 25 steps down the
mountain, we asked Miguel if he would also carry our ropes
if we paid him. He agreed. After 30 minutes of hiking down
some tangled, rocky, slimy paths, we arrived at the pit.
Golondrinas were flying everywhere. We even noticed
brilliant green parrots (mantes) flying and lighting on the
walls of the pit. About a dozen of them were chasing each
other and squawking loudly. Apparently, other colonies lived
in other places down in the pit because you could hear them
a long way away. It was a real thrill to see wild parrots flying
around like that.
Mike and I inched to the edge on our bellies to look to the
bottom, and I mean inched. It is like that black hole was going
to reach up and grab you with its very own pull.
The rocks surrounding the low side of the entrance were
very rough and cracked. The crevices in these rocks were from
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3 to 15 feet deep and extended toward the hole so the edge of
the hole is slotted. You could see where others in the past had
worn some of the edges smooth. Images carne to mind of
acient Indians tossing some poor virgin in as a sacrifice. It was
hard to walk around up there with the hole pulling on you the
whole time.
This place was really magnificent! Then we saw the
shiny petzel bolts and anchors from previous expeditions.
What a disappointment. Even pretending we were the first
explorers of this s6tano was out of the question. Sure, it is true,
we were not the frrst, but did others have to drive that point
home so clearly. The rocks had so many jug handles and holes
for rigging that the bolts and anchors just were not necessary.
If there was nothing to rig to, then it is a different story, but
that is not the case at Golondrinas.
Our initial rig point was through aconvenientjug handle
with two back ups through two of those shiny petzel anchors.
We figured that since they were there, and they were solid, we
would go ahead and use them.
Alex rigged a heavy chain down alongside the main rope.
The chain hung over the lip and served as a very convenient
clip-in point at any distance from the edge of the pit. The chain
was secured with its own ropes around three separate boulders.
The main purpose for the use of the chain, however, was to act
as a rebelay at about three meters below the lip. That way, the
rope with all its weight would not rub on the lip and break
down the rope at that critical point during the climb back up.
For the rappel, Alex had several pieces of carpeting to use as
a rope pad.
To eliminate any problems with going down over the lip
because of the weight of the rope, Alex rigged an ascender
upside down on the rope. The ascender was secured in a
similar fashion as the chain. He then slid the ascender down
the rope about 4 meters with the help of a few steel carabiners
hooked into the hole on the top (now the bottom) of the
ascender to weight it down. The idea was to pull the rope up
while the rappeller was going over the lip. Once over the lip
safely and down to the ascender, the rope would be lowered
and the rappeller would take the ascender off the rope from
below the rappel rack and place it back on the rope above the
rack.
Once it was all rigged, it was time to go down. Alex
asked, "Who wants to go first?" The dead silence was
deafening. Finally, actually only a few seconds later, Ted
said, "I will go!" Hurriedly, Ted put on his equipment, both
to rappel and to climb. Being the first one down, Ted wanted
to wear his climbing equipment just in case something went
wrong. That way, he could change directions without too
much trouble should the need arise.

THE DESCENT
Meanwhile, I climbed around and up to a rock overlook
about fifty feet above the rig point. From that ledge, I could
see Ted coming over the edge and see him descend the first
100 feet. I got some great photos of Ted.
Steve went next, followed by his wife, Lori. I was very
impressed with Lori backing over the ledge. She was going
over on her feet with her legs straight (unlike everyone else
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who went over on their knees). I thoughtto myself that she had
some real guts to do it this way.
When Lori was mid-way through her slow leaning-back
process, suddenly, without any warning, Lori fell backwards
and out of sight. We were all shocked. Quickly looking over
the edge, there she was about six feet below the lip, just sitting
there, swinging with her rack locked off. Alex very calmly
peered over the edge to talk to her. She was fine. Apparently,
her foot had slipped, causing her to fall to her right. The rope,
instead of catching on the proper comer of the lip, went down
a 3-foot crack in the lip, causing Lori to fall even farther down
the face.
Unless Lori's rack came loose or the bars unhooked, the
only other danger would have been her sliding uncontrollably
down the rope. With the ascender down and the rope firmly
attached, it would act as a safety device to prevent an
uncontrollable slide. If we had rigged the top with only a
pigtail hanging down, the knot at the end of the pigtail would
have been the only stopping point. I feel better with the
ascender method. Besides, it seems easier to pass over the
ascender than to change ropes. Lori continued on after
catching her breath for a few minutes. After Lori, Katherine
went. And after Katerine, it was Mike.
Finally, my tum came. It was not hard for me to choose
whether I would go over the lip straight legged or on my knees.
I was on my knees.
It took only a few seconds and a little struggle to get the
rack over the edge. The secret, as difficult as it may sound,
is to push straight out over the hole to run enough rope through
the rack so you can keep the rack from bending over the edge.
Unless you can rig the rope from a point above the edge, this
is about all you can do.
Fortunately, Mike preceded me and was able to take
some great video shots of my rappel. The beautiful aspect of
the photos and video is the three-dimensional nature that
comes to life when focusing on someone hanging on rope. It
appears almost as if the person is in suspended animation.
With the sound of the rope speeding through my rack in
my ears, I could smell something burning, it was the rope. The
heat even made its way through my thick leather glove into my
fingers on my left hand. I tried to spit on the solid aluminum
bars, thinking it would cool them down, but nothing came out.
I think it is called "cottonmouth."
Using five bars, my descent was completely under
control. By simply sliding the fifth bar up and down, I could
adjust my drop-rate. It took me 13 minutes at what I thought
was a slow. comfortable rate. Most of the others took 20-25
minutes. Looking back, I wish I had gone slower and enjoyed
the ride more.
Coming down, I could finally make out the spots on the
bottom of the s6tano as people. I could see a red spot over on
the side, up on a hill. It was Ted looking at the crevice. Once
I could make out the people, I got real anxious to get to the
bottom. I started going a little faster, but it seemed like I was
not making any progress. About 200 feet from the bottom, I
stopped to take a photo looking both up and down.
When I touched the bottom, I felt extremely gratified. I
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was at the bottom of the famous S6tano de Las Golondrinas.
What a relief! I felt like I had just touched down on the Moon.
I had hoped that my legs would not be asleep after that long
rappel. I was relieved when only one leg hadjustafew tingles.
It was not long after I landed before the thought crossed my
mind that the only way to getoutofthis hole was to climb back
up that rope. It was at this point that I was really happy we had
practiced climbing 1,300 feet.
THE BOTTOM
Feeling confident about the climb back up, my thoughts
turned to my next need, food. We ate what we brought down.
Everyone has different ideas about what is good. Ted likes
sardines and crackers. I like those individual servings of
microwavable dinners. I had lasagna, macaroni and cheese,
and sliced pears, all cold of course, but it beats sardines.
Water was never a problem. We brought plenty. We
figured that any extra water could be dumped just before
starting the climb so it would not weigh us down.
After eating, we signed the register. The last recorded
entry before ours was from members of the Orlando Fire
Department. Based on their comments, it appeared that they
were really happy to be there. The question is:. did they
convince their Chiefto underwrite their expenses based on the
premise that they would be practicing cave rescue techniques?
Eddie was the last one down the rope. Shortly thereafter,
on the walkie-talkie, Alex told us that he had tied the rebelay
at the top with the chain and that he was ready for us to start
back up. Steve and Lori were first. One used the frog system,
the other used a rope walker.
It was time for my exploration of the six acres at the
bottom. Ted was anxious to show the crevice to Mike and me,
so we walked up a giant guano hill along the edge to see it.
Mike and I had even brought 150 meters of rope with us,
strapped to our packs, with the thought that we would go down
the crevice. Contrary to the openness of the pit, the crevice
was dark and small. The top of the crevice, which is reached
from behind a giant boulder, is about 18-inches wide and 20feet long. Furthermore, it goes down at a steep slant. After
discussion, it was decided that we would save the crevice for
our next trip to Golondrinas when we would have time to
spend the night. We were a little worried about having enough
energy to escape the gravity of the hole. Disappointed, but a
little relieved, I continued on my journey around the perimeter
of the hole. The hike was about 3,000 feet long and went up
and down rocky and guano slopes. The difference in elevation
between the bottom of the pit is a maximum of about 250 feet.
Golondrinas is bell shaped. Two meters below the lip,
the side is beyond reach. The deeper you rappel, the farther
away the side gets. At the bottom, the closest wall is about 200
feet away. However, when looking down the hole, an optical
illusion makes it appear that the walls go straight down.
The guano on the bottom was like soft, fertile, black dirt.
Running down the long slopes of this guano was like running
or sliding down a huge sand dune except you did not have the
same urge to fall down in it after you got to the bottom.
One end of the bottom is extremely rocky with lots of
(Continued on p. 91)
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EQUIPMENT REVIEW

SRT AUTOSTOP DESCENDER
By Peter Sprouse
Introduction
Descender technology continues to advance at a moderately fast trickle. While quite a few new descenders appear
each year on catalog pages and shop walls, most of these are
minor refinements of two types of devices: rappel racks and
fig ure-eights. Both main types have been on the market for
over 20 years. A third device now has evolved enough to claim
a major family tree: the autos top descender. These descenders
are very popular in Europe where they were invented and are
starting to be seen more in the USA. Petzl introduced their
~u tostop in 1979 by adding a handle to their bobbin descender.
Kong- Bonaiti claims to have built the first autos top descender
for caving. The newcomer to the scene is the autostop from
Single Rope Technique (SRT), an Australian manufacturer.
SRT Autostop
The SRT autostop consists of two aluminum sideplates
~:andwiching a stainless steel handle/dual capstan integrated
Hn it. The spring-loaded gate is opened without removing the
de vice from the rope, then the rope is threaded through in an
S shape. Loading the device causes the upper capstan to pivot
<;gainst a brake bar, causing an automatic stop. The handle
then must be squeezed in order to descend.
What makes this descender different from others, like
the Petzl Stop? The Petzl has an independent upper capstan
which the handle and lower capstan piece brakes against. The
SRT has both capstans as part of the handle, which brakes
against a separate brake bar. This gives a little more breathing
room for the rope, which in theory should help a bit with the
iuger ropes Americans use. The SRT also has a longer,
n sier-to-use handle. The autostop feature can be disabled by
cli pping a carabiner in the top hole, making it act more like a
typical descender.
SRT Autostop Descender
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It is important to realize that the autos top brake is not for
varying friction, only for stopping. This will become clear the
first time that you squeeze the handle without holding the tail
of the rope (as the floor rapidly approaches). As with other
descenders, friction is typically varied with the right hand.
Additionally, it is recommended that you clip the rope through
an extra brake carabiner on your harness to pull the rope
against for more friction on a fast rope. While the autostop
feature will bring you to a halt, usually with little creep, it is
advisable to loop the rope tail through the connecting carabiner
and over the top of the autostop for a secure lock-off during
maneuvers.

Advantages
The autostop is a radically different rappel device than
most American cavers are used to. The question which comes
to mind then is, why change to a autostop? The autostop and
bobbin (a brakeless stop) are especially suited for negotiating
complex rigging involving multiple anchors and deviations,
techniques currently being imported from Europe. The
figure-eight descender can produce problems on Alpine rigging by causing the rope to twist and kink between rebelay
anchors. The autostop, like the rack, has a single-plane path
for the rope, causing no twist. The autostop feature is
extremely useful for installing and negotiating rebelays,
allowing for a precision hands-free stop. This feature is not
available with anything else. The autostop function has
obvious benefits for out-of-control rappel situations. For
example, it could save the life of a rappeller who has been
knocked unconscious by rockfall.
Downside
Next we come to the downside, so to speak. The autostop
descender is not very compatible with typical American
caving rope. It is designed to be used typically on 9- to 10.5mm rope of a generally flexible nature. Your good old 11-mm
PMI, which has been through numerous muddy caves, will
tum the autostop into a full-time stop. The problem is not the
diameter of the rope but rather the stiffness. Stiff rope doesn't
want to travel around the tight bends ofthe capstans. A device
which could vary the distance between the capstan axles
would be needed to cure this problem. Nevertheless the rappel
can still be made with aggressive feeding with the friction
hand, which should eventually give you biceps like
Schwarzenegger, if your arm does not fall off first. Alternatively you can use the "C-rig," with the rope entering the
bottom capstan from the right instead of the left side, and not
passing between the two capstans, which produces less friction. This configuration could cause a loss of control,
(Continued on p. 88)
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We are living in the electronic age where everything
seems to be done using a computer. It was just a few short
years ago that the first personal computers became available,
and the rush to buy these new computers has not slowed down.
The use has moved from simple game playing to the most
complex business and scientific applications.
The movement toward photo-electronic imaging began
with the capability for word processing and desktop publishing. As the printed page was designed, it was desirable to
include photographs on the same page. In a very short period,

the quality of a computer-generated photograph has gone
from a crude dot matrix to a high-quality laser image in full
color.
As each day passes, the electronic image gets better and
less expensive. Until the announcement of the Kodak Photo
CD, it was expensive and difficult to input a quality photographic image into your home computer. Photographs had to
be scanned on expensive equipment making the repeated use
of expensive scans out of reach for all but a high-paid
professional. The Kodak Photo CD has totally changed this.
It is now possible to get 24 scans for about $20, making
computer imaging available to anyone.
Once the image has been transferred into your computer,
software such as Adobe Photoshop, designed for the Macintosh, can be used for extensive desktop publishing and image
manipulation. You can sharpen slightly out-of-focus images,
change the color balance, do dust spotting, add or remove
sections of the image, combine any num her of images to make
one final image, and do anything your mind can imagine. You
can even place yourself in each picture. The photographer is
never in any of his own pictures. The computer can put an end
to this forever. Simply take a picture of yourself and add it to
any image.
Just think of the endless possibilities. After a cave trip,

(SRT Descender - Continued from p. 87)
however, if sudden low friction is encountered. On the SRT
autostop,italsocauses some wear on the soft aluminum on the
top of the rear sideplate. The autos top feature is also disabled
in the C-rig. The problem of rope stiffness stands out the most.
Comparison With Rack
The lack of inherent rate adjustment is something that
rack users may miss. To the users of other rappel devices, that
will seem normal. On long drops with a lot of rope weight, the
rack still seems the only practical way to go, since rack friction
can be radically reduced by dropping and spreading bars.
While the autostop is smaller and lighter (23 em, 395 grams)
than a full-size rack, it is significantly heavier than a figureeight, which is hard to beat for size. The ease of attachment
is superior to the rack, and like the rack does not need to be
disconnected from the rope, like most figure-eights do. The
additional brake carabiner needs to be taken into account
regarding bulk too, but when used on small-diameter rope,
other devices like figure-eights would require additional
friction too, except the rack.
Other Considerations
Some autostop users complain about having to always
hold the handle to descend, rather than having the left hand
free to push off the wall or whatever. Another consideration
is that only one connecting carabiner can be attached from the
harness. With occasional carabiner failure, often due to gateloading, some cavers prefer connecting the descender to the
harness with dual carabiners. To improve safety, a long
maillon link can be used instead of a carabiner, which, when
connected to the main seat maillon, should eliminate gateloading risk.
The SRT is available in several other versions, which

were not tested. A double-rope version is also available, and
both the single- and double-rope units can be fitted with an
optional double-brake assembly. This is in apparent response
to the complaint that the squeeze-to-go action is anti-intuitive,
that the impulse to grab the lever in an out-of-control situation
comprises a hazard. The double brake must also be squeezed
to go but causes another stop if squeezed further. The handle
must be held in a middle position to descend. Whether this is
worth the extra cost, weight, and bulk is open to debate.
Evaluation Study
While this evaluation has not been made in a direct
comparison with either the Petzl or Kong autostop models,
conversations with other users indicate that many like the
longer handle on the SRT model versus the Petzl, with about
half preferring the overall handling of the SRT. The SRT
would seem to win out over the others for ruggedness and
simplicity, being made of fewer parts. On the other hand, the
workmanship (fits and clearances) of the Petzl seem somewhat
superior, and the failure potential of the SRT axle bolt needs
to be studied.
Summary
If you are using or switching to Alpine techniques, the
SRT autostop would be an excellent choice. The main
stumbling block to using this type of descender is the pervasive
use of stiff ropes. It does work quite well with flexible types
of 11-mm rope, such as New England KMIII. Naturally, the
more flexible or smaller ropes demand more padding at the
very least, if not full Alpine no-contact rigging. So the use of
the autostop by American cavers is reasonable when buying
into the whole system of European techniques, but it is likeiy
to be problematic when brought just by itself into American
caving.

TECHNOLOGY

PHOTO
ELECTRONIC
IMAGING
By James F. Jasek
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several of your slides might not turn out as good as expected.
The slides are sent to Kodak and placed on a Photo CD. Each
image is then placed in your computer one at a time and
manipulated using advanced software to add density to an
underexposed slide, change the color balance, remove unwanted shadows, add or remove unwanted people, and do
general touch up on each image. You can use the desktop
publishing feature of the software to create title slides and
maps, and to prepare descriptions and other written information. The completed disk can then be returned to Kodak for
a new Photo CD. The new CD will contain all the new material
and can be played directly on TV. Kodak plans to add voice
and music to the Photo CD in the near future. You can also
transfer imaging information from your computer directly to
videotape instead of having it placed on a CD. This will
enable you to send your slide show out on a VHS tape that
anyone across the country can view. This is so incredible, it
is hard to believe it is now possible.
I recently saw a demonstration of the Kodak Photo CD
where the images were displayed on a large-screen TV. The
sharpness and clarity of each image were much better than I
had expected. I was impressed. The Kodak Photo CD player
has the capability to move the image from side to side, up and
down. rotate the image, and enlarge any part of the image with
no apparent loss of sharpness. The player itself can be
programmed to delete unwanted images, skip over the image,

BOOK REVIEWS
By Bill Mixon
Caving Basics, A Comprehensive Guide for Beginning
Cavers, Third Edition, Edited by Tom Rea, National Speleological Society,1992,187 pp. Order fromNSS, Cave Avenue,
Huntsville, Alabama 35810. Softbound: $12 .00 ($11.00 for
NSS members). Postage and handling: $3.00.
This is the third edition of the NSS 's introduction to
caving techniques. The previous editions were published in
I982 and 1987. Compared with the previous edition, seven of
the 27 chapters are either new or replacements for chapters by
other authors. Most of the rest have been revised at least a bit.
Because the chapters were written by many different
authors, there are some omissions, some peculiarities of
emphasis, a certain amount of redundancy, and even a few
contradictions. For example, making your own battery charger
or using a "cave radio" in mapping do not strike me as caving
basics. The book is not the place for an extensive discussion
of vertical techniques, especially since the NSS has a whole
book on the subject, but a new caver might at least be told how
to tie in to a belay. Should you load up on fats (Chapter 13)
or carbos (Chapter 14) before hard caving? I suppose it is not
very remarkable when one cannot make sense of parts of a
chapter written by a lawyer, but when that chapter on liability
law in caving contains both "the landowner or trip leader
should neverrequire the caver to demonstrate his ability," and
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rearrange the view order, and remember enlarging commands
each time the CD is played. The Kodak player also doubles
as a music CD player, but Kodak totally dropped the ball by
not making the player compatible with any computer. Phillips
will be announcing a Photo CD player that will read the Kodak
Photo CDs as well as the CD-ROMS and be totally computer
compatible. I was very disappointed to find that the Kodak
Photo CD player was not computer compatible.
Even with the deficiencies of the Kodak Photo CD
player, the introduction of this new technology is the very flfst
step to less expensive electronic imaging. The old method of
photography and the electronic image has now been linked
tighter together for the flfst time in history. This new
technology is as exciting as the invention of photography. and
the applications are totally endless. Photography, as we know
it today. will be around for many years to come because it is
still the most inexpensive method to obtain the sharpest
image. Spending many long hours in the darkroom will give
way to the computer because it is now possible to manipulate
the image in ways that are nearly impossible in the darkroom.
Today. the barrier is still cost, but products such as the
Kodak Photo CD are reducing the price tag, and soon,
computer imaging will be common place for anyone with a
computer and a camera. If you are like me, your mind is
running wild with applications. The sky is the limit.
"[the landowner] should require that the caver demonstrate
the requisite skill ... ," the reader suspects that his failure to
understand is not all his fault.
Besides the chapters on equipment and techniques, there
are introductions to cave science. The one on geology is a
decent introduction, but do not believe everything you read.
Will White has a peculiar scheme for classifying caves that
seems to be based on the assumptions that the thawing of water
and the freezing of lava are chemical processes, and he
attempts to establish a new and different meaning for the word
"system" in the context of caves. In contrast, the chapter on
cave biology, by Bill Elliott, is very good, and it includes
instructions on how and when to collect specimens.
Caving Basics is a fair introduction to elementary
caving skills and knowledge. The authors are experts in their
fields, and I saw few real errors. A beginning caver should
probably also read McClurg· s Adventure of Caving (1986).
It is less authoritative, but has better coverage, because it is
written by a single author.
The Almost Complete Eclectic Caver, by Thorn Engel,
Speleobooks, Schoharie,New York, 1992,152 pp. Available
from the publisher at Box 10, 12157 or from any major cavebook seller. Softbound: $8 .00. Postage and handling: $3.00.
Cavers are often pretty weird, but I will bet Thorn Engel
is the only one who reads the Oxford English Dictionary for
relaxation. (Is that even legal in New York State?) This book
is a collection of essays, poems, stories, and assorted
thorn foolishness, all on a catachtonian (p. 149 -of the book,
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not the dictionary, where it is on p. 169 of the C Volume- it
is a big dictionary) theme.
The essays cover such topics as what kind of background
music caving ought to have if it were a movie instead of real
life, how to calculate the cave quality of states so that New
York comes out on top, and the source of the word "cave."
When I see a story or a poem in a grotto newsletter or even,
heaven forbid, in the NSS News, I never read it, on the
assumption that it has got to be awful. Maybe, I have been
hasty. Engel's stories did not put me to sleep, at least, and the
poem seems to rhyme, sort of, in many of the right places.
There are some cartoons by Mary Ann Siron.
A good read, but not recommended for anyone whose
manhood will be threatened by the discovery that there is at
least one caver weirder than he is.
The Wilderness Underground, Caves or The Ozark Plateau, Text by H . Dwight Weaver, photo editors: James N.
Huckins and Richard L. Walk, University of Missouri Press,
Columbia, 1992, 113 pp. Hardbound: $28.00.
This is a very nice large-format picture book on the wellknown cave area of southern Missouri and northern Arkansas.
Most pages contain one or more color photographs. The text
and photographs cover a full range of topics. Besides the
inevitable chapters on the origin of the caves and cave
formations, there are sections on biology and conservation
and even a brief history of cave exploration in the area. The
photographs are almost all excellent, and the book was
expertly printed (in Singapore). No caves other than show
caves are mentioned by name, leaving the caver to wonder
what caves the photographs were taken in, but the general
reader should not have and will not miss that information. The
only other beautiful book on caves in the United States is the
Lechuguillacave book. The Wilderness Underground is not
quite up to that standard, but it does not miss by a whole lot.
Giant Caves or Borneo, by Mike Meredith and Jerry
Wooldridge, with Ben Lyon, Tropical Press, Kuala Lumpur,
1992,142 pp. OrderfromSpeleobooksortheNSS Bookstore.
Hardbound: $38.00. Postage and Handling: approximately
$3.00.
This book does not quite qualify as a coffee-table book,
if only because the pages are only about 7 by 10 inches, but
is heavily illustrated with nice color photographs, about one
per page, and maps. The caves of Gunung Mulu National Park
in the Malaysian state of Sarawak on the island of Borneo are
some of the largest in the world. Deer Cave runs for a
kilometer right through a mountain and is nowhere less than
100 meters high and wide. The Sarawak Chamber in Good
Luck Cave has a floor area of just over 40 acres, the largest
cave room in the world by a large margin. One-hundred
kilometers have been mapped in Clearwater Cave, very little
of it the sort of passage that cannot be shown between two
walls on a map with a scale of, say, one mile to the inch.
Despite their remoteness, the government has developed
some of the passages, including Deer Cave and part of
Clearwater, for tourists, and this book is partly meant as a
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guidebook for them. Author Mike Meredith was employed as
Development Officer for several years. Most of the phot~
graphs are by Jerry Wooldridge, who is one of those Brits
whose name seems to have permanently accreted a string of
letters, in this case FRPS. which I take to mean something like
Fellow of the Royal Photographic Society.
Cavers will probably most enjoy reading the first chapter, by Ben Lyon, one of the participants in the British
expeditions that first seriously explored these caves in the late
seventies and early eighties. (There are three Caves orMulu
books that cover these expeditions.) He describes some of this
early caving. Other chapters cover the geology and biology
of the caves. An obvious effort to be non-technical is partly
successful. I am not sure I find 150,000 tons of water per hour
any clearer than I would find the corresponding number of
cubic meters per second (40). But saying that the Clearwater
River carries away one pound of dissolved limestone every
second is a useful (and dramatic) statement. Anyone who
knows anything about Avogadro's Number will find the
comment that each drop falling from a stalactite leaves behind
a few atoms of calcite amusing. A few hundred billion would
be a better guess. Generally, though, the text is clear and well
suited to its intended audience. For all of you who cannot wait
to go there, the book gives the address and phone number of
a company that takes visitors to the park and maintains a lodge
there.
The book is not a spectacularly good buy, compared to,
say, the Lechuguilla book. But the caves are spectacular, and
anyone interested in the caves of the world ought to read about
them.

DEATH AT EL CAPITAN
YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK
Cavers' Forum- Internet
On Thursday afternoon September 17, 1992, Robert
Moore (43 years old) died while attempting to rappel 2,650
feet at El Capitan, Yosemite National Park. Although the
incident occurred on aTAG caving trip, Robert was primarily
a climber and had previously done Golondrinas.
Before the drop, Robert was in a good frame of mind and
had a healthy respect for the drop. There was small talk about
his hike to the top and his birthday that day. Robert crossed
the lip without any aid of a haul system and went down about
10 feet to have his picture taken and to have his camera handed
to him. While working with his rack (probably getting it set),
he started descending at a high rate of speed. He never looked
up for the camera or said anything. Efforts in belaying from
the bottom proved futile. Robert attempted to slow his speed
using a leg wrap but was never able to control the fall.
Approximately 1,000 feet below the lip, Robert struck the
"bulge" and did not survive the impact.
It may never be known exactly what happened to cause
the fall. Some other information about the case is listed below.
No safety devices were used.
(Continued on p. 92)
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(Pits· Continued from p. 83)
SOtano - A Spanish word generally meaning "cellar," it is
commonly used in Mexico referring to vertical entrances. It
is synonymous with the English word pit only when referring
to an entrance. Sotanito is the diminutive form occasionally
used for small or shallow entrance pits.
Pozo- A Spanish word which generally refers to a well or
shaft; not to be confused with poza, a pool or well of water.
In scattered parts of Mexico this term seems to be more
commonly used by locals than is s6tano. Cavers have used it
as an equivalent to the caving use of well.
Hoya - Spanish term for large pit or closed valley, used
sporadically in Mexico. The masculine term, hoyo, means
hole.
Sumidero or Resumidero- A Spanish word meaning "drain."
It is commonly used in Mexico to refer to a horizontal or
vertical entrance which talces water.
Sima- A Spanish word meaning pit or abyss. It is occasionally
used for naming an entrance pit.
Socav6n- Spanish term occasionally used for cave or mine
tu nnel. In Mexico, it seems to be used for pits, such as
Socav6n de Santo Tomas, Chihuahua.
Grieta - Spanish term for crevice or fissure. This is not
ccmmonly used as a caving term.
Xol - Huastecan term for pit, used locally in the Tamapatz,
SLP area. It is pronounced like the English " hole" and is
possibly related to the Guatemalan Highland Maya term Jul.
Chen- Mayan word for pit or well, i.e., Bolonchen, Yucatan.
Cenote or Dzonot- Mayan term for a flooded entrance, often
a water-filled entrance shaft.
(Golondrinas • Continued from p. 86)
boulders along the slope down to what appeared to be a
drainage hole. A small horizontal cave went back about 50
fe et at this point. On the whole, the circumference was
exiremely hilly and was a fun little hike. Even on the high
side, a little waterfall trickled down and emptied from pool to
pool.
During my excursion, I would look up at Steve and Lori
to see how they were doing. It was slow and steady. It took
them a total of 1.5 hours. Katherine and Eddie went next.
Th ey also took about 1.5 hours. Ted went solo next and took
about 1.5 hours.
The trouble with being last up is trying to keep warm and
keep from being bored. Well, while waiting for our turn, we
had some surprise visitors. Glen Schneider and Charley
Savvas lowered their rope and rappelled down to us.
While visiting, they ate and drank, and immediately
proceeded back up the rope. They were already back up and
had their rope stored away before Mike and I were able to get
to the top.
TH E LONG CLIMB
Mike and I were the last ones up. I was on top and Mike
followed below. We paced ourselves going up. I would talce
25 steps and then stop and sit in my seat sling while Mike
would catch up. Once he reached my dangling pack, I would
go up again. Sometimes, I would even count my steps out loud
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in English or Spanish. Much to Mike's dismay, I even started
singing a few Rugby songs. I thought it might help keep his
mind off the grueling climb.
We reached the top after dark after about 1.5 hours. As
a matter of fact, the last couple of hundred feet was done in the
dark. Occasionally, I would turn my light on to see what the
side of the pit looked like. The steam coming off my body was
so thick that I could not see much of anything. Then, the moths
started attacking my face. When I finally figured out that they
were attracted to my light, I got smart, turned it off, and
climbed in the dark.
The light did come in handy, however, when I reached
the rebelay point. The loop at the rebelay provided just
enough slack for crossing and getting over the lip without
having to fight the weight of the rope. Once on top, there was
a great feeling of accomplishment.
WRAPPING UP AND GOING HOME
Afterderigging, the45-minute hike back up the mountain
in the dark was not hard, but it was a little tiring after our long
day. We paid the men and boys who had helped us and drove
back to Tamapatz. After a quick bite, we all went to sleep.
The barking dogs and the crowing chickens woke us up
in the morning. We cooked some great breakfast tacos and
started packing. I had brought a big bag of clothes that my wife
and I weeded out of our closet to give to anyone there who
might want them. Ted and I walked into the center of town to
the meat market.
A brief attempt to explain what I wanted was resolved
when the word "regalos" or "presents" was used. Their
hesitancy turned to eagerness very quickly. They seemed to
be very appreciative. I hope they were. Personally, I felt
extremely happy and was glad I had talc en the time and trouble
to bring the clothes. Next time, I would like to talce up a
collection and bring several bags of athletic shoes. Even used
shoes would be better than what some of the kids were
wearing.
After exchanging telephone numbers and addresses with
the other cavers, we started on our way back to San Antonio.
Our goal was to drive straight back. Mike slept most of the
way in the back seat because he was feeling sick that morning.
We crossed the border at Reynosa and drove into McAllen
where we ate and made our obligatory first telephone call
home to tell the spousal units that we were safe.
The thrill of successfully conquering Golondrinas is one
that will be very difficult to match. The beauty and the power
of that hole has had a great effect on me. As Teddy Roosevelt
said, "I am proud to be one who, at the best, knows in the end
the triumph of high achievement, and who, at the worst, if he
fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall
never be with those timid souls who know neither victory nor
defeat."
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(Death - Continued from p. 90)
Before El Capitan, Robert had practiced on ropes
weighted by 250 lbs.
Robert was advised at the top not to attempt to go over the lip
using three bars, which he was frrst attempting to do. Four
bars were used to get over the lip and to start the rappel.
He was in control initially after going over the lip.
A homemade rack, made out of chromemoly, was used. The
bend at the top was poorly done by hand. The bars were made
out of stamped steel.
Thin copper tubing was used for spacers between the bars on
both sides. The spacers were used between the frrst and
second bars, and between the second and third bars. If the
fourth bar had dropped for any reason, then there would have
been very little friction.
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After the fall, the rack was still attached to the rope with four
bars. The copper spacers were collapsed and jammed into the
holes of the bars.
The rack was also bent. It is not lcnown whether this condition
occurred during the fall or at impact.
Robert had not spent any time around the drop or participated
in rigging to a get a feel of the environment that was afforded
to others. Without this conditioning, some insight about the
drop was lacking.
The rigging was good.
The people around the top and bottom of the drop were
capable and proceeded correctly.
The Park Service investigated the death and concluded that it
was an accident.

